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"SING ME A SONG": WHAT THE LANGUAGE ADVENTURES
OF A YOUNG CHILD CAN TEACH US
by
Susan Donnelly

"Sing me a song," pleads our three year old son, Alan, whenever my husband or I tuck him
into bed. However, he protests vehemently ifwe actually start to sing. What he wants us to do is
tell him a story. His use of this phrase may have begun because of some confusion in his mind
between the words "story" and "song" but his continued use of it is intentional and has made me
think more deeply than I had previously about the relationship between story and song and the
musical quality oflanguage. As I continue to watch our son as he engages with stories and relishes
dramatic language and uses it in his own play and conversations, I wonder if we, educators and
parents, are neglecting to make use of one of the most powerful tools available to us to help children
learn to read and develop literacy.
Alan's use of the phrase "sing me a song" began last summer when we were on a long camping
trip to Canada to visit my family. In the evenings it was too dark to have the usual bedtime routine
reading storybooks so we sat around the campfire telling Alan stories from our own childhoods of
camping with our respective families: of the time my husband's family was sleeping in one of those
old canvas tents with no floor and a midnight downpour floated him on his air mattress right out
of the tent; or the time we lost the bottom half of the center pole for our tent, propped the top half
on top of a large stump only to have the wind come up in the night and blow the whole thing down
on top ofus. Alan loved these stories and made us repeat them many times. When we were in bear
country we told of our own encounters with bears when camping: bears popping up out of garbage
dumpsters or bears being chased away by setting off firecrackers. These, of course, were great
favorites and we got tired of telling them long before he got tired of hearing them.
One night, when we were unsuccessfully trying to settle to sleep an overly excited then two
and a half year old, I, in desperation, started a story about him and his passion of the time-digging
machines. "Once upon a time there was a backhoe and an excavator and a bulldozer digging a big
hole at a construction site. One night when the workers went home a little boy crawled under the
fence . First he climbed up into the backhoe and started it up. The backhoe said, 'Goody, goody, we're
going to dig.' And they dug and dug and dug. Then the little boy got up into the excavator and it
was so big he couldjust barely reach the door. And they dug and dug and dug the hole even deeper.
And then he got up into the bulldozer and started it up. He pulled the levers and pushed the levers
and they moved all the extra dirt into a nice neat pile ready for the dumptrucks to take away in the
morning. And when the workers came in the morning they were so surprised to see their work all
done for them. There was nothing for them to do so they went home again. That night the little
boy came again ..." This happens for three nights and finally the workers decide that these are
magic digging machines and they put them in a playground for the children. The little boy can play
on them whenever he wants.
This story was the beginning of a whole series about the "little boy" and some digging
machines and the beginning of the phrase "sing me a song." The "songs" are all about a "little boy,"
whom Alan, of course, recognizes as himself, and his experiences, both actual and imaginary. His
nightly request to "sing me a song" (or, more accurately, it might be "sing me into a song" or "sing
a song about me") makes me think of medieval ballads and traveling minstrels and all the varieties
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of oral history. The telling and retelling of these story/songs incorporates into language Alan's
experiences and fantasies in a way that must be almost as ancient as language itself.
Before the printed word (and today, where oral traditions still predominate) there was not
a clear demarcation between story and song. Narratives are easier to remember and recite when
given rhythm and melody. Story and song come from the same roots-human vocalization. The early
utterances of infants are often rhythmic and musical. It is natural to talk to babies in a sing-song
voice and to sing and croon to soothe an upset baby. The infant, held close against the chest or cheek
to cheek, may be as aware of the physical vibrations of speech received through the body as of the
auditory stimulus received through the ears. We usually think of hearing as something we do with
our ears and brain, not as something that has much to do with our body below the jawline. But who
has not felt a tingling down the spine when listening to the high pure notes of an accomplished
soprano or felt a rumbling in the abdomen in response to the deep down notes of a bass.
I think, for children, language often has the same visceral quality that music has. A few
months ago Alan became intensely interested in dragons. I found among my collection of children's
books a version of Saint George and the Dragon adapted by Margaret Hodges and illustrated by
Trina Schart Hyman. On page 15 there is a picture of a dragon to curdle your blood. I thought the
text would be much too long for a three year old but Alan insisted on hearing all the words.
Then they heard a hideous roaring that filled the air with terror and seemed to shake
the ground. The dreadful dragon lay stretched on the sunny side of a great hill, like
a great hill himself, and when he saw the knight's armor glistening in the sunlight,
he came eagerly to do battle .... His great size made a wide shadow under his huge body
as a mountain casts a shadow on a valley. He reared high, monstrous, horrible, and
vast, armed all over with scales of brass fitted so closely that no sword or spear could
pierce them. They clashed with every movement. The dragon's wings stretched out
like two sails when the wind fills them. The clouds fled before him. His huge, long tail,
speckled red and black, wound in a hundred folds over his scaly back and swept the
land behind him for almost half a mile. In his tail's end, two sharp stings were fixed.
But sharper still were his cruel claws. Whatever he touched or drew within those
claws was in deadly danger. His head was more hideous than tongue can tell, for his
deep jaws gaped wide, showing three rows of iron teeth ready to devour his prey. A
cloud of smothering smoke and burning sulfur poured from his throat, filling the air
with its stench. His blazing eyes, flaming with rage, glared out from deep in his head.
So he came toward the knight, raising his speckled breast, clashing his scales, as he
leaped to greet his newest victim.
Alan was spellbound by this description and wanted it read again and again. There was
much of this passage that he did not literally understand at first but he certainly sensed the drama.
His response had little to do with comprehension but much to do with reverberation. The language
stirred him, I think, in a deeply physical way. Sitting close beside him I could almost feel his little
spine a-tingling. After many re-readings, many questions, and much discussion, Alan has come to
understand most of the vocabulary in this passage, but on that first reading it did not matter two
hoots ifhe knew the meanings of words such as vast, brass, pierce, hideous, gaped, iron, smothering,
sulfur, stench, rage, speckled, or even victim. The words sang to him in a way that was satisfying
in and of itself but that also instilled in him an aspiration, a desire to understand.
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The way in which Alan picks up and uses language from stories in his play and conversation
is also rewarding. It is always the tastiest, most ringing phrases which he repeats. He doesn't have
to understand the literal meaning of the words to savour them and relish repeating them.
In the tale of"Saint George and the Dragon" the valiant knight fights the dragon for three
days. At the end of each day the knight is all but dead; "faint, weary, sore, burning with the heat
and wounds." But one night he falls in an "ancient spring of silvery water" and the next he falls
"beneath a fair apple tree ... and from that tree dropped a healing dew that the deadly dragon did
not dare to come near." So each morning up rises "the brave knight with all his hurts and wounds
healed, ready to fight again." One day Alan was posing in front of his reflection in the dark glass
door of the stove, falling and rising and pretending to fight the dragon. As he did this again and
again, I heard him muttering "Till the dawn chased away the dark. Then he too rose to do battle
again." In this quote he combines phrases from two different passages of the book.
Another favorite book of Alan's recently has been "The Kitchen Knight," also by Margaret
Hodges and illustrated by Trina Schart Hyman. It is a tale of how Gareth of Orkney becomes a
knight and joins King Arthur's court. The language from this book has also shown up in Alan's
conversation and play on many occasions. Some of the phrases we have noted include: "glistening
sword"; "smote you on the helmet"; "ran at him with much might"; "Get on your armor and
breastplate"; "For shame, must I have a kitchen boy for my champion?"; "The smell of your clothes
offends me"; and "I know you for the most ill-mannered knight in King Arthur's court." Alan does
not know the literal meanings of all these phrases but he certainly appreciates the dramatic ring
and luscious feel of them rolling around his mouth.
An earlier example of this appreciation of what I now think ofas "language of song" comes
from not long after Alan turned three, when he was getting interested in dragons. My husband read
Alan a poem he remembered from his own childhood by Ogden Nash, "The Tale of Custard the
Dragon."
Belinda lived in a little white house,
With a little black kitten and a little gray mouse,
And a little yellow dog and a little red wagon,
And a realio, trulio, little pet dragon.
Now "the dragon was a coward and she called him Custard" and the other animals made fun of him
when he "cried for a nice safe cage." Belinda, the kitten, the mouse, and the dog all think they are
very brave until a pirate shows up.
Pistol in his left hand, pistol in his right,
And he held in his teeth a cutlass bright;
His beard was black, one leg was wood.
It was clear that the pirate meant no good ....
But up jumped Custard, snorting like an engine,
Clashed his tail like irons in a dungeon,
With a clatter and a clank and a jangling squirm
He went at the pirate like a robin at a worm.
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The pirate gaped at Belinda's dragon,
And gulped some grog from his pocket flagon,
He fired two bullets, but they didn't hit,
And Custard gobbled him, every bit.
Altogether, this poem consists of fourteen stanzas, which is quite long for a young three year
old, and I thought much ofit would pass right over him. But after a few times ofhearing it, I heard
him muttering under his breath while he was playing something quite unrelated, "cutlass bright,
cutlass bright, cutlass bright .. ." He was repeating the same phrase over and over again in a
rhythmic chant, enjoying the sound and feel of it.
A little later, I was playing with him in a pirate ship he and his dad had built out of blocks
in the basement. It was thirsty work and he asked for some juice. When I brought it he surprised
me by saying, "I'll drink some grog from my pocket flagon." This was the very phrase I thought
would be most outside his understanding, the one which I sort ofread over, not bothering to explain
it for the first few readings. He had obviously absorbed its meaning and used the unusual words
with gusto.
Later still, I was sitting beside him in the back seat of the car on an outing and I heard him
chanting, "like irons in a dungeon, like irons in a dungeon." At first I didn't recognize its source.
When I asked Alan, he not only identified the poem, he identified the stanza by reciting the first
line, "But up jumped Custard, snorting like an engine." We then reconstructed the entire stanza
with Alan contributing at least half the words. It is interesting to note that this stanza, which stuck
with him so clearly, describes the dramatic moment of confrontation. His favorite illustrations are
also ones which depict this moment of a story, when good faces evil and the eternal struggle begins
yet again. This is, of course, the stuffof ballads and songs from time's beginning and the main issue
of Alan's life right now. What is good and what is bad and which is going to win?
The way Alan reaches for the difficult but beautiful language of these stories reminds me of
babies I have watched learn to roll over and to crawl. It is the hand, reaching for an intriguing object
just out of reach that leads the rest of the body into the new movement. We have a series of
photographs capturing Alan's first roll from his back to his stomach. As his hands reach around
to touch a chime ball to the side of his head, his desire, evident in his eyes, overcomes the inertia
of his body and over it goes. When he learned to crawl it was to get closer to the family dog that,
much to his frustration, continued to elude him no matter how fast he crawled. But his curiosity
about that strange creature continued to urge him on like the Elephant's Child that goes in search
of the crocodile in Rudyard Kipling's story, another early favorite of Alan's that once again surprised
me because of the length and difficult language in it.
We happened to hear a reading of "The Elephant's Child" when we were browsing in a
bookstore one day. The actor doing the reading managed to convey much of the meaning through
his gestures and vocal expressions and Alan, who was then several months short of three, caught
the general gist ofit and fell in love with it. So I bought a version illustrated by Lorinda Bryan
Cauley to take on our trip to Canada. Although the Elephant's Child is frequently spanked by his
various relatives for his" 'satiable curiosity" his questions never get spanked out of him and "One
fine morning in the middle of the Precession of the Equinoxes this 'satiable Elephant's Child asked
a new fine question that he had never asked before. He asked, "'What does the Crocodile have for
dinner?'" Again he is spanked but still he wants to know and, on the advice ofKolokolo Bird, goes
to "the banks of the great grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, all set about with fever-trees" to find
out.
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When the Elephant's Child finds the Crocodile, he and his "curiosity" are very nearly eaten
up when the crocodile grabs his nose, "which up to that very week, day, hour, and minute had been
no bigger than a boot, though much more useful," and tries to pull him into the river. However, the
Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake encourages him to free himself, saying," 'My young friend, if you
do not now, immediately and instantly, pull as hard as ever you can, it is my opinion that your
acquaintance in the large-pattern leather ulster,' (and by this he meant the Crocodile) 'willjerkyou
into yonder limpid stream before you can say Jack Robinson.'" The Elephant's Child pulls as hard
as ever he can but the Crocodile won't let go. So the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake knots himself
in a double-clove-hitch round the Elephant's Child's hind legs and says," 'Rash and inexperienced
traveller, we will now seriously devote ourselves to a little high tension, because ifwe do not, it is
my impression that yonder self-propelling man-of-war with the armour-plated upper deck' (and by
this, 0 Best Beloved, he meant the Crocodile) 'will permanently vitiate your future career.' " And
it is with the added pull of this creature full of intriguing language that the Elephant's Child and
his curiosity are saved from being devoured.
For Alan, the delicious poetic language he savors is a constant lure, always glistening in the
distance, pulling him ever further into literacy and ever closer toward reading. It keeps his curiosity
about language not only alive, but in a constant state of agitation. He frequently pops questions
at us that indicate he is busy all the time thinking about what we read. At breakfast one day he
asked my husband, out of the blue, "Hey Dad, how do you beckon?" It took us a few minutes to realize
he was thinking about a very minor incident in a favorite book, "Trouble for Trumpets," where the
hero, Pod, "beckons" to his friend, Livingstone, who is in a boat offshore: We have come to expect
these types of questions and comments on words and meanings at odd times in the day, and
sometimes in the night. However, he rarely interrupts a first reading of a new story. I wonder if
he listens to it first as a piece of music, then, ifit "sings a good song" he will ask for it again and again
and mull it over in his mind.
Once Alan has the "song sense" of a story or passage he works on the literal sense. In the same
vein, I have heard it is easier to learn to sing in a foreign language than to talk in it, and I can tell
if someone is speaking French or Spanish by the difference in the rhythm and sounds, though I
wouldn't be able to understand what was being said in either language. These examples from adult
experience make it seem probable to me that Alan's experience of"language as song" is not unique
nor do I think it is limited to children ofa certain class or language background. In contrast to Alan's
love oflanguage for its own sake, children's literacy development is often talked about in utilitarian
terms-the development of communication and comprehension skills which reading tests tend to
define in rather narrow terms. Alan will do fine on such tests, but they will do nothing to reveal
what is of primary importance to him-his growing appreciation of the beauty oflanguage and its
ability to excite him, body and soul. Nor would a comprehension test capture his ability to sense,
in a general way, the meaning of a story before he knows the literal meaning of specific words and
phrases. Yet, many teachers feel constant pressure to prepare their students to perform well on
reading tests. Unfortunately, this means children are too often expected to answer comprehension
questions about the literal meaning of a story after a first reading and seldom is a story revisited
many times to delve ever deeper into its layers of meaning. Reading to students or telling them
stories that are beautiful but slightly beyond their reach might do more to stimulate their reading
abilities than all the comprehension questions in the workbook. In addition, Alan develops a great
deal of his understanding ofa story through his dramatic play, feeling in his body what it must mean
to "smote" the dragon a "mighty blow" or to "beckon" from a distance. Students in classrooms need
similar opportunities to dramatize stories.
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Language is a child's inheritance. What I have learned from Alan is that we should be
generous in how we pass it on to them. Too often we are stingy. We read them books with "controlled
vocabulary," handing out new words a few at a time as if they might rot their teeth. We should be
lavish with language like the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake. Alan's favorite passages are the
ones that are full of unusual, and sometimes archaic, words. The description of the "dreadful
dragon" would not have been nearly so satisfying ifit were written only in words a three year old
can understand. If children are never given challenging language that stretches their imagination,
what is there to keep their curiosity alive, to beckon to them? There is widespread concern about
illiteracy and lack ofreading skills in high school graduates. I think we should learn a lesson from
Alan and pay more attention to the beauty of language and the love it can engender in younger
students, or, in other words, we should take the advice of the Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake and
"seriously devote ourselves to a little high tension," because ifwe do not, it is my impression that
we will continue to "vitiate" the future careers of our children and students as literate adults who
enjoy the many benefits of reading and writing.
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